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The latest opinion polls indicate that Guatemala's two runoff presidential candidates will fight
a close battle to win the second round of elections, scheduled for Jan. 7. Most local officials and
politicians, however, predict that abstention in the second round will climb to about 70% of the
registered electorate. In late November, Guatemala's Supreme Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal
Supremo Electoral, TSE) released the final results for the Nov. 12 general elections (see NotiSur,
11/10/95 and 11/17/95). As indicated in the preliminary results reported in mid-November, Alvaro
Arzu presidential candidate for the Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN) took first place with
nearly 37% of the votes (see table). The Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG) candidate, Alfonso
Portillo, took second place with 22% of the votes.
The Alianza Nacional which grouped the Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca (DCG), the Union del
Centro Nacional (UCN), and the Partido Social Democrata (PSD) in a tripartite coalition took third
place with nearly 13%. The leftist Frente Democratico Nacional Guatemalteco (FDNG) took fourth
place with nearly 8% of the votes.
Of the remaining 17 parties that participated in the elections, only the Partido Libertador Popular
(PLP) won more than 4% of the votes, which is the minimum a party must obtain to retain its
legal status after the elections. The Movimiento de Liberacion Nacional (MLN) and the Union
Democratica (UD) managed to retain their legal status because they each won a seat in the
National Congress. But the remaining 14 parties will now be officially dissolved, reducing to nine
Guatemala's recognized political parties. PAN also swept the congressional elections, taking 43 of
the unicameral legislature's 80 seats.
The FRG will form the second largest bloc in Congress with 21 seats. Despite the Alianza Nacional's
third place position in absolute votes won in the elections, the coalition was dissolved after the
elections and the seven congressional seats won by the Alianza were then divided between the
DCG and the UCN. Thus, even though the FDNG took fourth place in total votes, that party is now
the third strongest political force in the legislature, with six congressional seats. Finally, PAN won
eight of the 20 seats contested in the elections for the Central American Parliament (Parlacen). The
FRG took five seats, and the remaining seven seats will be fairly evenly divided among the Alianza
parties, the FDNG, the PLP, and the UD.
Given that none of the presidential candidates won more than 50% of the votes in the first round
of elections, the two front runners the PAN's Alvaro Arzu and the FRG's Alfonso Portillo will now
face off in the second round of elections. Shortly after the first round, many local observers believed
that Arzu would easily win the runoff given that his party took 224,000 more votes than the FRG,
representing a huge advantage over Portillo. Nevertheless, the latest opinion polls indicate that
the gap has steadily narrowed since mid-November, with a difference of between 6% and 9% of
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the potential votes now separating the two candidates. One poll carried out by the respected firm
Mora y Araujo, Noguera y Asociados for the prestigious daily newspaper Siglo XXI and the weekly
magazine Cronica gave Arzu 46% of the votes, compared with 40% for Portillo, and 14% undecided.
A separate poll conducted by the Asociacion de Investigaciones y Estudios Sociales (ASIES) gave
Arzu 33% of the votes, compared with 24% for Portillo, and the remaining voters undecided. A
combination of factors have narrowed the gap between the candidates.
Among other things, Arzu is generally considered a lackluster politician who, while enjoying an
image as an "honest" statesman who would run a "clean" and "efficient" administration, has been
unable to inspire much enthusiasm among the electorate on the campaign trail. In addition, many
voters are apparently cautious about handing the executive over to the PAN, since that would give
that party near absolute political control in the country. If he won the presidential elections, Arzu
would command a majority in Congress, which would then place that party in an advantageous
position to gain control over the judiciary as well. In contrast to Arzu, Portillo is a much more
capable orator who has been fairly successful in gaining voter sympathy during the campaign.
In the 1980s, Portillo was openly affiliated with leftist political organizations and lived for many
years in exile in Mexico. His working-class origins contrast with Arzu's background as a wealthy
businessman and member of the country's conservative political elite. As a result, Portillo has
allegedly been able to win greater sympathy among some rural campesinos.
Nevertheless, Portillo's trump card is the open backing he enjoys from Guatemalan strongman
retired Gen. Efrain Rios Montt, who founded the FRG and handpicked Portillo as the party's
presidential candidate after the general was prohibited from running for president last August (see
NotiSur, 08/11/95). Rios Montt, who enjoys overwhelming support in many urban and rural areas
especially among the country's large evangelical population would universally be seen as the power
behind the throne if Portillo won the presidency, thus converting the second round of elections
largely into a referendum on the general. Indeed, Rios Montt has accompanied Portillo throughout
the campaign. At most campaign rallies since November, Portillo has limited his speeches to just a
few minutes, allowing the general to dominate the show.
Apparently, a wave of common and political violence that has gripped the country since early
December is contributing to Portillo's rise in the polls, since most voters who support Rios Montt
approve of the general's hard-line approach to crime. In fact, speculation reigns in Guatemala that
the sharp rise in violence since early December is a deliberate tactic by extreme-right groups that
hope to sway votes in favor of the FRG, which promises to crack down on crime and "restore order"
to the country. Indeed, Francisco Reyes an FRG congressional deputy who helped found the party
and is one of the organization's principal leaders stated in mid-December that if the FRG wins the
elections, Rios Montt will be given control over national security. "The decision has already been
taken," said Reyes. "Gen. Rios Montt will be made state secretary for national security."
Meanwhile, regardless of the closeness of the presidential race, most local observers expect
abstention will grow dramatically in the runoff election. In the first round of voting, only 46% of the
registered 3.7 million voters went to the polls. The 53% abstention rate in the November elections
was significantly higher than that registered in the last two presidential elections. In the first round
in 1985, only 31% of voters abstained from going to the polls, and in the first round in the 1990
presidential elections, abstention only reached 44%.
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In the second round on Jan. 7, spokespersons from the Civil Registry have predicted that at least
65% of registered voters will abstain. Independent estimates place the abstention rate as high
as 75%. [Sources: Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 11/17/95; Inter Press Service, 11/16/95, 11/18/95;
Cerigua Weekly Briefs (Guatemala), 11/13/95, 11/14/95, 11/16/95, 11/30/95; Central America Update
(Guatemala), 11/15/95, 11/30/95; Central America Report (Guatemala), 11/17/95, 11/24/95, 12/01/95;
Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 11/16/95, 11/23/95, 11/30/95, 12/07/95, 12/14/95; Agence
France-Presse, 11/20/95, 11/26/95, 11/30/95, 12/10/95, 12/12/95, 12/14/95, 12/17/95, 12/20/95, 12/26/95;
Agencia Centroamericana de Noticas-Spanish news service EFE, 11/17/95, 12/10/95, 12/26/95,
01/03/95; Reuter, 12/06/95, 01/04/96]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

